The impact of managed care on cross-system use of mental health services by veterans in Colorado.
Some state mental health systems have implemented capitated managed care as a strategy for lowering mental health care costs. There has been concern that this strategy has left vulnerable populations at risk of not being able to obtain adequate care. This study examined whether the advent of managed care in Colorado resulted in lower rates of use of both state and Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) mental health care services (cross-system use). A cohort of 10,950 veterans who had used VA mental health services between 1995 and 1997 were studied to determine whether veterans who lived in counties that had implemented managed care were less likely to be cross-system users over time. VA data were matched with state mental health data to determine who was using both types of services. Rates of cross-system use were generally low. Veterans who lived in a county that had implemented managed care were less likely to be cross-system users than veterans who lived in other counties. However, the proportions of cross system users in managed care counties and in other counties did not change significantly over time. Veterans who were cross-system users were more likely to be younger, to live farther away from a VA hospital and closer to a non-VA hospital, and to have received inpatient VA care. The implementation of managed care in Colorado did not appear to have affected rates of cross-system use of state and VA mental health care.